Introduction
The work of Elizabeth Gaskell (1810-1865) is not often seen as a source for the student of medical history. However, the picture of her as a undemanding writer dealing primarily with domestic life found in Lord David Cecil's Early Victorian novelists' has now largely been replaced by an approach that recognizes her engagement with the wider social issues of mid-nineteenth century England. Critical focus in this reassessment was initially upon issues arising from economics,2 or rather, her treatment of the apparent opposition between economic "laws" and Christian charity (the dominant theme in her "Condition of England" novels, Mary Barton (1848) and North and south (1855)). Recent work has increasingly focused upon her treatment of the role of women, and upon her dual role as supportive Victorian wife and creative force in her own right, with the implied potential for conflict between these two.3
In the process of this reassessment details have emerged to suggest that, while medicine and science are not major themes in her fiction-where medical men or scientists occur in her work, her focus is in general upon their social position in a small close-knit society such as that of Cranford-it would be a mistake to assume her to be ignorant of contemporary debate in these areas. As various studies have pointed out, as a Unitarian she belonged to a tradition that saw reason and scientific experiment as instruments in the revelation of God's creation4 and in the figure of Job Legh, the amateur naturalist in Mary Barton, she created a reminder to the reader that an awareness of scientific debate need not be confined to a narrow research community.
An illustration of her engaging in a contemporary scientific debate emerges from a document, dealing primarily with the issues of mesmeric healing, recently acquired by the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine's Western Manuscripts Department; a long, apparently unpublished5 letter from the novelist to Ann Scott, whose husband Alexander Scott (1805-1866) was the principal of Manchester's Owens' College.6
The provenance of the letter is not clear and probably undiscoverable. The manuscript dealer from whom it was purchased acquired it in the United States from another dealer, who has subsequently died. To discover when the letter crossed the Atlantic, to which collection or collections it has belonged and through which other manuscript dealers' hands it has passed would now probably be impossible.
The Letter's Content
The text of the letter is given in full as an appendix but it is useful to summarize it here, not least because it bears no date and must thus be ascribed a conjectural one chiefly on the basis of its content.
After a brief preamble the letter plunges straight into its main topic:
I want to know if you & M' Scott have ever had any experience about mesmerism. I have rather a dread of it altogether I think because I have a feeling that it twisted Miss Martineau's mind; but it may not be that, & it may be a superstitious feeling (& consequently a faithless one) of mine. Now I'll tell you why I want to know your & Mr Scott's opinion.
Gaskell writes that through their mutual acquaintance John Ludlow (1821-191 1), one of the founders of the Christian Socialist movement,7 she has become involved in the case of a Mrs Glover, "wife of a very good pious bookseller at Bury", who is about to be discharged as incurable from St Bartholomew's Hospital, where she has undergone an operation for "a tumour at the mouth of the womb". Upon Mrs Glover's discharge, she continues, two alternative courses present themselves. The first is to seek admission to the Women's Hospital, Soho Square, which is set apart for such diseases ... & in which the house & room arrangements are comfortable for a hospital but whch is attended by Dr Protheroe Smith about whose wilfulness in operating where there was no hope I heard stories wh,h amounted to absolute cruelty ... The second alternative, suggested by John Ludlow, is to use mesmerism. Ludlow's views are quoted, verbatim, at some length. He sees it as "the fulfilment of our Lord's commands, which I find nothing in scripture to limit in point of time or circumstances, that of "laying hands on the sick", where we are told "they shall recover",-as far 5 A section of the letter quoted in a manuscript 7 A summary of John Ludlow's life and work is dealer's catalogue has been reproduced in Uglow, op. given in the DNB. A more detailed consideration, cit., note 3 above, p. 230.
albeit one which touches only in the most fleeting 6 For a precis of Scott's career see the Dictionary fashion on his relations with Elizabeth Gaskell, is of national biography (DNB) The only date given by Gaskell is on the third letter described, simply "June 25th"; however, an unidentified hand has endorsed all these letters as dating from 1853. This is certainly plausible. The Wellcome letter cannot date from before 1851, when Alexander Scott became Principal of Owens' College and Elizabeth Gaskell's acquaintanceship with his wife began, and since the few letters to Ann Scott that are included in Chapple and Pollard's edition of Gaskell's correspondence, which date from shortly after their first meeting, are far more formal in style than the Wellcome letter, it is likely that the latter should be ascribed a date when they had known each other for longer. In addition, the first of the letters that deals with Mrs Glover continues a discussion of Ludlow's review of Gaskell's Ruth in the North British Review of May/August 1853.10
None the less, other pieces of evidence combine to suggest that perhaps the endorsement on the Cambridge letters is incorrect and that the year in which these exchanges took place was in fact 1854. Mrs Glover is mentioned in two letters to Parthenope Nightingale, the elder sister of Florence Nightingale, dating from October 1854, in a manner that makes it seem likely that these represent the next stage in the tale. On 17 October 1854 Elizabeth Gaskell writes that I have never heard from the Glovers, to whom I wrote on the day I heard from Miss F. At the time that Elizabeth Gaskell may be presumed to have written the Wellcome letter, the mesmeric agitation had perhaps begun to subside a little, with spiritualism taking over as a favourite topic of discussion, although the fact that in 1851 a pamphlet could be published referring to that year's "Mesmeric Mania"44 is an indication that it was still capable of gripping the public imagination. Setting the letter in context is a two-way process: the addition of Elizabeth Gaskell's voice to those commenting upon mesmerism contributes to our picture of that issue, whilst the introduction of mesmerism to the list of matters discussed by Gaskell adds detail to our picture of the novelist.
In the case of the former relation, Gaskell's encounter with mesmerism serves to confirm the picture already formed by recent writings on the subject rather than to challenge it in any major fashion. Both Gaskell and mesmerism might be said to occupy an ambivalent position within the social hierarchy. Gaskell's own milieu might best be described as "respectable radical". Her Unitarian background excluded her from the 38 commanding heights of the established order and gave her several areas of common ground with mesmeric propagandists. That she was aware of how her religious background placed her is indicated by some mischievous comments in her letters, such as that to the literary agent John Forster in which she admits to reservations about Charlotte Bronte's marriage to the Puseyite curate Arthur Bell Nicholls: "I am terribly afraid he won't let her go on being as intimate with us, heretics".45 Writers on mesmerism frequently demonstrated a strong Protestantism and opposition to the Catholic church that placed them in a similar area of the Christian spectrum. The Catholic church was identified with intellectual obscurantism-the persecution of Galileo being cited as an example-whilst Protestantism was equated with reason, freedom of thought and progress. George Sandby, a frequent contributor to the Zoist, commented that
[reading an opponent of mesmerism] anyone would suppose that he were reading the ignorant ebullition of some dark monk in the middle ages, rather than the sentiments of an enlightened Protestant of the nineteenth century. What is this but a revival of the same spirit that called forth a papal anathema against the "starry" Galileo?46 while the church historian S R Maitland (who took the position that mesmerism's effects could well be genuine but might be forbidden by Biblical laws against witchcraft and the domination of others' wills47) was attacked in the Zoist for, inter Viewed as a community, Unitarians were also associated with an openness to change in various fields. As noted above, it was a tradition that welcomed scientific progress as a revelation of God's handiwork; a perspective maintained in Elizabeth Gaskell's own family, her husband the Reverend William Gaskell writing in the Unitarian Herald in 1864 that "the more we come to know of His working, the more clearly shall we see how marvellous it is, and the more profoundly be led to adore".50 As the quotation from George Sandby in the previous paragraph indicates, mesmeric propagandists were keen to place themselves within the tradition of scientific progress to legitimate their proposing as yet unexplained phenomena. Further examples of this tactic can be found. George Barth, another of the Zoist circle, pointed out the tendency for ideas to be rejected by an intellectual establishment simply because they do not fit the current paradigm-"There is a fashion in science as well as in dress".51 Sandby workers, and between the established church and Dissent-shown as over-simplistic, and eventually "resolved" in the marriage of seeming opposites that concludes the novel. Her position as a middle-class clergyman's wife living next to poverty and seeking to ameliorate it was, of course, precisely that of a mediator between two worlds, a channel of communication. The social class of the Glovers is not explicit in the Wellcome letter but as a bookseller and therefore a tradesman Mr Glover would presumably occupy a lower social rung than a clergyman's wife;58 Gaskell's interest in the case, therefore, would be an instance of middle-class philanthropy such as that engaged in by characters such as North and south's Margaret Hale. The position of Ludlow and the other Christian Socialists to whom Gaskell was linked at this time was similar to hers, engaging as they did with working-class poverty but from outside; indeed, as Anglicans (although Maurice, a former Unitarian, provoked considerable controversy through doctrinal unorthodoxy at various points in his career) they were closer in the religious sense to the established order than Gaskell herself.
In a parallel fashion, the radicalism of mesmerism may be seen to be overstated, by its detractors and to an extent by its supporters. Wakley's characterization of mesmerists as disreputable charlatans standing outside the pale of respectable medicine has already been shown to be misleading: as Winter notes, the medical profession had not, at this stage, defined clearly what were and were not acceptable ideas and approaches (indeed, by providing an outside element against which the profession might define itself, mesmerism contributed to this process).59 The class origins of mesmerists were also subject to considerable distortion in opponents' propaganda that treated mesmerism as a workingclass irruption into medicine. This picture is relayed in the letter by Jane Welsh Carlyle already quoted, in which she describes her encounter with "a distinguished mesmerist, who could not sound his h's";60 similarly, the writer Elizabeth Rigby, later Lady Eastlake, noted in her diary at the time of Harriet Martineau's articles that mesmerism was an "odious, disgusting and impious business, worthily advocated by women without principle and lectured upon by men who drop their h's".61 The allusion here was no doubt to Spencer Hall, who introduced Martineau to the topic: Hall was an autodidact and former weaver whose Mesmeric experiences staked a claim for the role of popular culture, specifically the itinerant lecturer.62 Unlike conventional medicine, a "fringe" science could be practised by all rather than being restricted to the educationally and financially privileged (Roger Cooter has discussed this in his work on phrenology). Mesmerism undoubtedly did become just such a popular medical movement. None the less, comments such as those cited above exaggerate the working-class element amongst its publicists and practitioners. Gauld, citing a list drawn up by the mesmerist George Sandby, Junior, demonstrates that far from being social outsiders, many mesmerists occupied Accounts of mesmeric investigations frequently describe a reliance upon existing patterns of authority: mesmerizers were often male and (so far as can be gathered from biographical sources) both middle-class and middle-aged, whilst subjects were often female, often younger than the mesmerist and not infrequently domestic servants. Harriet Martineau's writings unconsciously draw attention to this reliance upon existing structures of authority, stating that it was difficult for her servant to mesmerize her because "the predominance of will should be in the Mesmerist, not the patient".65 Winter notes that Spencer Hall, when asked to explain mesmerism to Lord Morpeth, was treated as a tradesman and, once Lord Morpeth began to experiment with mesmerism himself, was used as a mesmeric subject rather than allowed to be the mesmerizer,66 a clear indication of the way in which mesmerizing was associated with dominance.
Gaskell's ambivalent position within the social order thus mirrors that of mesmerism as a whole; its world and hers spanning the urban working class and more establishment circles such as Anglican clergy or the London intelligentsia. The work of the writers elsewhere in this article has already indicated that mesmerism, although eventually rejected by a scientific establishment in the process of self-definition, was not such a disreputable fringe pursuit as Wakley would have had it; Gaskell's involvement adds a little more evidence of this.
Gaskell's Attitude to Mesmerism There are fleeting references to mesmerism in Gaskell's fiction. In Wives and daughters, for example, Lady Cumnor comments sarcastically when her husband takes the credit for events that have nothing to do with him, "you must be strongly mesmeric, and your will acted on theirs, if you are to take credit for any part in the affair",67 whilst later in the same novel Cynthia, seeking to explain away Mr Preston's mysterious hold over her (in fact due to his possession of compromising letters), asks "Molly, what should you think of me if I married him after all? ... More unlikely things have happened. Have you never heard of strong wills mesmerizing weaker ones into submission? ....68
These are flippant comments, and in isolation would indicate only that the characters and author were to be envisaged in a milieu where mesmerism was known of, a familiar concept (if not necessarily one regarded as proven) but not a major topic of discussion.69 63 but to what extent they may have known of one another or moved in overlapping circles remains to be discovered.
The Wellcome letter confirms that, as these personal connections would suggest, Gaskell was brought into contact with mesmerism's claims and required to assess them. It is clear from the letter that, unlike Dickens, she had not studied the issue deeply: witness her speaking to Mr Glover "with a careless tone of contempt of mesmerism,-really knowing so little about it". It is also clear that she was dubious about it. Although mesmeric propagandists sought to dissociate the phenomena that they described from the supernatural, the effect, as opposed to the method, of mesmerism was similar to that of traditionally described witchcraft: the placing of one person under the control of another, "under a spell". Pamphleteers criticizing the new would-be science drew this comparison frequently; one argued that You cure disease by electricity, or by the galvanic battery, yet these cast no spell on the man; these defile not, oppress not, the spirit of the man operated upon. But in mesmerism you cast a spell over the man, and over his spirit. For the time he is absolutely under the control of the operator. But the thing does not stop here. It is a well-known feature in mesmerism that, after a course of it, the will and spirit of the person on whom it is practised become, in an extraordinary manner abjectly and permanently subservient to the control and will of the mesmerizer, not only while in the trances but during waking hours. Yes; there has been a spell at work, some spiritual influence which does not accompany the use of medicine, nor of more natural magnetism or electricity ... 76
Gaskell was very fond of ghost stories77 and it is unlikely that this aspect of mesmerism would have escaped her: her admission that she had "rather a dread of it" may well stem from this. In the accounts of mesmerism by Martineau and others, the medical is mingled with accounts of clairvoyance and allied phenomena, and this "occult" side to the activity-even if the mesmerists' claim was that their science proved that phenomena, previously thought to be mystic and magical, were the result of predictable physical laws-was such as to seize Gaskell's imagination. It may well also have been easier to believe that Martineau had been influenced permanently by some outside force: it would have provided an excuse for the strongly materialistic and atheistic tone of her recently published Letters on the laws of man's nature and development.
Certainly a degree of distancing herself from the subject is indicated by the inverted commas, the typographical equivalent of tweezers, with which Gaskell handles Ludlow's opinions. None the less, the promise held out by mesmerism is one that she is prepared to investigate. In particular, the medical reforms, the improvements in patients' comfort and autonomy,78 that mesmerism offered would have struck a chord with her own social activism. Winter has written of the threat that mesmeric anaethesia presented to conventional medicine, removing pain in a fashion that the medical establishment was unable to match until the late 1 840s with the introduction of ether, seen explicitly in some 76 quarters as a counter to the mesmeric threat.79 Mesmerism was also promoted as relieving some symptoms in a manner that removed the need for invasive or destructive surgery: Elliotson cited the use of mesmerism to overcome epilepsy in contrast to a surgical "cure" proposed by an American doctor, the patient "having a piece of his skull sawn out and one of his carotid arteries tied ... remaining uncured after all".80 George Barth, pointed out that mesmerism could pinpoint specific organs far more accurately than drugs could, and therefore increased the efficiency of treatment whilst reducing the risk of sideeffects:
The liver is affected, put blue pill into the stomach; ... the skin is hot and dry, a diaphoretic for the stomach ... There is something amiss somewhere betwixt the head and the feet, no matter where or what, the stomach is likely to made a receptacle for drugs. Poor stomach!81 Behind each of these arguments was a contention that, in effect, the medical establishment bullied its patients, failing to show compassion or to tailor treatment to their needs. This, of course, is the point that Elizabeth Gaskell raises in the Wellcome letter about treatment at the Women's Hospital: a point underlined by Ornella Moscucci's statement that here Protheroe Smith aimed at "a form of moral and bodily discipline which locked poor women into a socially subordinate position".82 In a broader sense mesmerism's protest was a parallel, in medical terms, to the protest raised at this time by Gaskell and other writers against an economic system that viewed the poor as a lumpen labour pool without individual personalities: by Gaskell in Mary Barton and of course in North and south, dating from the same period as this letter, or most famously by Dickens in Hard times (which preceded North and south as did the main serial in Household Words).
The letter is thus a splendid illustration of Elizabeth Gaskell's open-mindedness and tolerance. It shows her prepared to contemplate the use of a "disreputable" process, vilified by some representatives of mainstream medicine and religion, as a means to a desirable end; and prepared to concede that her own dislike of that idea may be based upon an irrational consideration and therefore be invalid, an intellectual humility rare in contemporary discussion of the issue. That she was prepared to set aside her own initial dislike of mesmerism in deference to the opinions of a man, of course, is another small piece of evidence to be assimilated in any treatment of Gaskell Bartholomew's-wife of a very good pious bookseller at Bury; (our Lancashire Bury)-known to Mr Maurice & Mr Ludlow as a practically good man. His name is Glover. Well: his wife,-aged 33-has subdued all complaints for some years, during which they have had to struggle hard,-but all this time she has been suffering from injurious pains which at last became so bad that a surgical examination was requisite,-(it was a tumour at the mouth of the womb)-& she was taken (by Mr Ludlow's advice) to St Bartholomew's, where last Thursday an operation was performed by DI West, & from the puncture blood flowed instead of water, showing it had been neglected too long. (I must give you all the details to enable you to judge about employing mesmerism, if you have any experience on the subject.) Today I receive a letter from Mr Ludlow, communicating these facts,-saying that as soon as MrS G. is a little better she will have to be discharged the hospital as incurable, & that then two courses will be open,-one to try for admission to the Women's Hospital (Soho Square) set apart for such diseases,-over which I went with Mr Ludlow, & in which the house & room arrangements are comfortablefor a hospital but whch is attended by Dr Protheroe Smith about whose wilfulness in operating <where there was no hope> I heard stories whch amounted to absolute cruelty,-&-Mr Ludlow suggests mesmerism as the other course,-believing <if efficacious> that "when applied in Christian faith, because it appears to me the fulfilment of our Lord's commands, which I find nothing in Scripture to limit in point of time or circumstances, that of "laying hands on the sick", when we are told "they shall recover",-as far as I can make it out it is simply a transmission of life and strength from one person into another, and which has certainly proved frequently efficacious in uterine diseases. This it has done, I believe, where all local applications of surgery & all endeavours to treat that particular disease have failed simply because it alone has power to renew the constitution itself <&> to enable it to throw off the evil. Where that is beyond cure I believe mesmerism will still greatly augment the stock of strength to grapple with it,-as well as soothe the pain. May I ask you to consider these views, both in meditation before God, & in conversation with &c. I should say at once, that if there is any prejudice against mesmerism in the mind of any party concerned, I would rather that every available mode of ordinary treatment should be first exhausted."
So far M' Ludlow. Poor Mr Glover writes to me to beg my opinion [.] He seems utterly felled by the shock of finding the operation unsuccessful, & the disease incurable by ordinary methods, & says his friends must decide for him. I am vexed with myself (Oh, so vexed!) because last week when I was at Bury I spoke to Mr Glover with a careless tone of contempt of mesmerism,-really knowing so little about it as I did. I want to try now to get all the wisdom I can to help me to give the best judgement I can. I hope I've not tired you out with my long story-& will you tell me your opinions. I shall try to come tomorrow,-but this afternoon I must go, all uncertain, & confess my ignorance to Mr Glover-& see what can be done to comfort him-and tonight M"S Shaw comes here for a fortnight; with a baby to fill one's heart with delight,-so I mayn't be able to come and then will you write? And moreover we want Susy to come here,-we will fetch her in the little pony carriage on Thursday morning next,-& then she can go home with you on Friday evening. & you'll be obliged to come to reclaim your child. This is the beginning of a plan I have at heart of making your children and mine friends. Meta is only at home till next Monday,-and till Thursday we have not even the merest scrap of a bed disengaged. Thanks for telling me of the 1st of July. I hope to come. In greatest haste
Yours affectionately
Monday mor[nin]g E. C. Gaskell
